STATUS OF DIURNAL RAPTORS OF CORBETT NATIONAL PARK 
WITH NOTES ON THEIR ECOLOGY AND CONSERVATION! 


RisHab NaoRoyi? 
(With one map) 
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Out of a total of 69 species of diurnal raptors reported from the Indian subcontinent, 51 were 
recorded from Corbett National Park (CNP) in Uttar Pradesh, India, over a 6 year period. The 
status of these raptors and the conservation problems which could be faced by some of the resident 
species are discussed. With the exception of the lesser fish eagle /chthyophaga humilis, none of 
the resident species appear threatened, but continued alteration of the habitat through deforestation 
and habitat degradation outside the Park is likely to have an adverse effect on the future status 
and distribution of many species. The Park’s overall high avian (and raptor) diversity arises from 
its immediate proximity to the Himalayan foothills, and represents a wide array of Himalayan 
avifauna, partly as a result of altitudinal movement. Many raptor species in CNP are either 
resident or local summer migrants to the Himalayan foothills up to at least 2000 m. A number of 
high altitude raptors are winter visitors or vagrants to the Park. As the Park and adjacent foothills 
form one ecosystem, facilitating movement of species from the middle Himalayan foothills to the 
Bhabar tract and vice versa, the status of the species listed for the Park is also applicable to the 


foothills. 
INTRODUCTION 


It is surprising that in an area as rich as 
Corbett National Park in biotic diversity 
supporting probably the richest variety of bird 
species in India, no major ornithological studies 
have been conducted. No extensive literature 
(except on flora, Pant 1976, Pant et al. 1981) 
exists, though it has long been a favourite locale 
with birdwatchers. For a long time, the emphasis 
has been on tiger protection and conservation, 
and only during the last few years has the great 
diversity of birds in the area been appreciated. 
The forest department, whose activity revolves 
mainly around managing the tiger, is now aware 
of CNP’s unique ornithological heritage, and the 
great range of birds of prey that it supports. 
Regular birdwatching and identification camps 
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organised by the forest department are now a 
yearly feature, and the guides and staff have 
become more aware of the importance of raptors. 

A three month survey for raptors in 
protected areas covering most of the ten principal 
biogeographical zones (except the northeast) 
identified by Rodgers and Panwar (1988) was 
conducted by William Clark, Dr. Vibhu Prakash 
and I from January to March 1990. The high 
numbers of many lesser known resident and 
migratory raptors observed in CNP influenced 
our choice of the Park for breeding studies on 
the rarer resident species. 


STUDY AREA 


Location and Habitat 

Corbett National Park, comprising an area 
of 920 sq. km extends across two sub-Himalayan 
districts of Pauri in Garhwal and Nainital in 
Kumaon, Uttar Pradesh, (Map 1) (29°31' to 
29°35’N lat. 78°46' E long.). It is situated in the 
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lower Central Himalayan foothills immediately 
north of the terai, known as the Sivaliks, which 
form part of the Bhabar tract. The topography is 
undulating and varied with temporary marshy 
depressions, ravines and plateaus, (also referred 
to as Patli Dun), varying in altitude from 250 to 
1040 m above msl. A series of more or less 
parallel ridges run northwest to southeast, 
decreasing in height southwards towards the 
plains. The muddle reaches of the Ramganga 
river (the only perennial source of water) flow 
westward through most of the Park along an 
elevated plateau (Patli Dun) until the river turns 
southwards atan abandoned village named Boxar 
(see map). The central portion of the Park is 
located partly along the Patli Dun, between the 
lesser Himalaya to the north and the Sivalik 
ranges to the south. About 10% of the Park area 
(mainly prime grassland habitat) has been 
submerged by the damming of the Ramganga 
river at Kalagarh, forming a large reservoir 
80 sq. kmin the western corner of the Park, of 
which 42 sq. kmis within the Park. A number of 
sots (springs) emerge from the numerous ridges 
which comprise the secondary source of water 
in the Park. 


Climate and Vegetation 

There are three distinct seasons: winter 
(November to February), with often frosty nights 
and periodic rains, is coldest in January when 
temperatures can drop to as low as 2.5°C, 
maximum average during the day is 25°C. 
Summers (March to June) are warm and sultry, 
with temperatures as high as 44°C during May/ 
June, and relative humidity around 57%. 
Thunder showers and hailstorms are not unusual 
during this period. The monsoon extends from 
July to September, with an average annual 
rainfall about 1650 mm. It is warm, with 
humidity at about 80 to 90%. 

Three main vegetation zones exist. Forest, 
grassland (locally called chaur) and riparian 
forests. The main forest types are a mixture of 
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deciduous, tropical and subtropical. Sal Shorea 
robusta dominates the moist deciduous biotope 
in the northern region of the Park, forming 
almost pure forest stands. In the southern half of 
the Park, the biotope is dry deciduous, especially 
along the Sivalik hills which, though low, are 
extremely rugged and steep, and furrowed in 
every direction by monsoon erosion and seasonal 
streams. These three zones, together with the 
varied topography, account for the biotic richness 
of the area. The chaurs occupy a significant 
ecological status in the Park. They were originally 
man-made clearings for cultivation and 
settlements long since abandoned, and support 
a rich dense growth of medium to tall grasses. 
There are seven major grasslands: Dhikala. 
Fulay, Khinnanauli, Paterpani, Mohanpani, 
Bhadhai and Bijrani, and many smaller ones. 
Of these, the largest are Dhikala, Fulay and 
Khinnanauli. 

In all, more than 110 species of trees (57 
common) 88 of shrubs, 39 of climbers, 42 of 
grasses and 15 of sedges have been listed for the 
Park (Pant 1976, Pant et al. 1981). The river 
valley, high banks, and islands are dominated 
by sheeshum Dalbergia sissoo. Lantana camara 
(a south American exotic) is spreading 
unchecked in many areas and suppressing the 
regeneration of sal and other herbaceous species. 
Cannabis sativa (bhang) grows profusely in parts 
of the grassland and in open areas. Bamboo 
clumps occur frequently on the higher hill slopes. 
Chir Pinus roxburghii is confined in small 
numbers on some of the highest ridges (around 
the Sultan watch tower) and in compartment No. 
9/10 at Ghilmodya sor. For details on flora see 
Pant (1976), Pant er al. (1981). 


Avifauna 

The diverse habitat types, contiguity with 
reserved forest to the west and the east 
(facilitating lateral avifaunal movement and 
dispersal for breeding species), and its location 
at the base of the lower Himalaya account for 
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the high species richness and diversity of CNP. 
The region is a meeting ground for high altitude 
and plains species. Over 500 species of birds 
which include long distance and altitudinal 
migrants have been reported by certain 
ornithologists. The area richest in raptor diversity 
is along the Ramganga river from Gairal to 
Khinnanauli, Dhikala and Fulay chaurs and 
Gethia Rao, where riverine, grassland and forest 
habitat together create the heterogeneity 
preferred by many species (see Map 1). The river 
and lake attract a variety of water birds, a valuable 
food source for migratory raptors. 


METHODS 


From 1990-93, breeding studies mainly on 
the mountain hawk-eagle Spizaetus nipalensis, 
collared falconet Microhierax caerulescens and 
the lesser fish-eagle /chthyophaga humilis 
(Samant et al. 1995) and Naoroji (1997a, b) were 
carried out under a joint Bombay Natural History 
Society and US Fish and Wildlife Service project 
on Birds of Prey from February 1 to June 15 after 
which the Park closes for the monsoon. 
Occasional visits were made during the winter 
months. These observations form part of breeding 
studies of lesser known species. During 1993-96 
independent studies were conducted by me each 
year from April to June. Fulay and Dhikala 
chaurs, Gethia Rao, and Gairal to Dhikala were 
covered by jeep. Kanda (the highest look-out 
point on the northern boundary of the Park) was 
regularly surveyed for breeding raptors, and was 
approached by jeep and the ridge traversed on 
foot. Hilly, inaccessible regions such as the Sultan 
watch tower were covered on foot. From 
Dhangarhi to Marchula, Tolyo and Ranikhet, 
regular surveys were made by jeep. The checklist, 
with notes on resident and seasonal species, 
habitats and general behaviour was prepared 
during extensive searches for nests throughout 
the Park, through what could be called sustained 
opportunistic observations. Reserved forest to the 


east of the Park was regularly surveyed for 
breeding raptors as well as the high hills 
contiguous with the north and northeast 
boundary of the Park by jeep and on foot. 
Intensive surveys were conducted in Fulay and 
Dhikala chaurs and Gethia Rao, the area was 
extensively covered by vehicle and spot counts 
were conducted in these areas for periods upto 
five hours. High, elevated points commanding a 
wide view of the Park were used for spot count 
surveys (usually during peak raptor activity 
periods e.g. displays and soaring from 0930 to 
1330 hrs), which helped determine the presence 
of species in the area, and also facilitated nest 
searches. 


RESULTS 


A total of 51 species of diurnal raptors were 
recorded in the Park, representing over 70% of 
the total number of species recorded for the 
Indian subcontinent. Whenever observed, 
breeding dates only for CNP are given. The status 
of each of these species in the Park (250-1100 m 
above msl) and the hills (1200-2000 m above 
msl) is given below: 


STATUS OF DIURNAL Raptors IN THE PARK 


Legend 
@  - Not recorded by me but by reliable 
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Osprey Pandion haliaetus: Migrant, 
commonly observed along the Ramganga river 
and in the vicinity of the dam from October to 
April. Earliest arrivals sighted by end September. 
A few individuals observed each year staying on 
at least till the Park closes in mid June. When or 
whether they leave the Park is not known. 

Status: Park - M; Hills - PM. 

Black Baza Aviceda leuphotes @: 
Possible vagrant. Not seen during the study but 
one sighting reported by a reliable observer 
(Harak Singh, pers. comm. Dy. Ranger, Dhikala). 

Status: Park - V: Hills - —. 

Oriental Honey-buzzard Pernis 
ptilorhynchus: Resident. Commonly seen 
throughout the Park. Displays observed through 
March and April, pairs incubating mostly in May. 
Appears to be a summer visitor to the hills up to 
2000 m where breeding appears unlikely as the 
area is now mostly denuded, except where the 
southern slopes of forested foothills and reserved 
forest in the Bhabar tract are contiguous. 

Status: Park - C,R,B; Hills - LM,R?. 

Black-shouldered Kite Elanus caeruleus: 
Fairly common in the grassland. Numbers 
fluctuate annually, possibly in relation to prey 
availability and accessibility. A few pairs may 
breed, but most exploit the grassland for foraging 
and appear to breed outside the Park. No nest 
was located. 

Status: Park - R?,LM,FC, Hills - LM,UnC. 

Black Kite Milvus migrans: Uncommon, 
found mainly around tourist centres such as 
Dhikala and Bijrani. One pair nest annually at 
Dhikala, commencing breeding in March. 

Status: Park - UnC,B: Hills - R. 

Black-eared Kite M.m. lineatus: 
Migratory and uncommon. 

Status: Park - M,UnC: Hills - UnC. 

Brahminy Kite Haliastur indus. 
Uncommon, restricted mainly to the dam area. 
One pair observed nesting at Dhikala during 
February/March 1992. 

Status: Park - UnC,B; Hills - —. 


Pallas’s Fish-eagle Haliaeetus 
leucoryphus: Visits the Park from mid-September 
to May to breed. Common along the Ramganga 
river where pairs take up residence along 
stretches of the river, repairing and re-using their 
traditional nests each year. Often observed 
pirating fish from large cormorants 
Phalacrocorax carbo, osprey and lesser fish- 
eagle [chthyophaga humilis. The immediate 
nesting area is actively defended. Foraging and 
nesting territories probably vary with the food 
supply. A pair nesting outside the Park along 
the Kosi river between Mohan and Kumeria at 
around 300 m (where food was apparently scarce) 
foraged over longer distances than pairs within 
the Park. The adults were occasionally observed 
flying over Bhounkhal village (1400 m) atop a 
ridge whose eastern face rose directly above the 
Kosi to the Ramganga river (below the western 
face), a few kilometres upstream of Marchula. 
Within the Park pairs foraged along 4 to 7 km 
stretches of river, intruding into the peripheral 
territories of other pairs. Most birds leave by May. 
the odd adult or subadult observed staying on at 
least till the Park closes in June. 

Status: Park - M,B,C; Hills - PM. 

White-tailed Eagle Haliaeetus albicilla: 
Occasional, individuals (adults and mainly 
juveniles) visit the Park for a few days in winter. 
Usually seen along the Ramganga, mostly in 
Dhikala and Fulay chaurs feeding on carrion or 
pirating food from the Pallas’s fish-eagle. Aquila 
and other smaller raptors. Also reported from 
Loha Chaur along the Mandal river on the 
northern boundary of the Park (Shahid Ali, pers. 
comm.). 

Status: Park - M,O; Hills - —. 

Lesser Fish-eagle Ichthyophaga humilis: 
One of the most endangered raptors in India and 
the species most at risk in Corbett. It is restricted 
to the Ramganga riverine habitats where it is fairly 
common. It feeds exclusively on fish and favours 
forested habitat adjacent to fast flowing streams 
and rivers at altitudes from 300 to 2400 m 
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(Ali and Ripley 1987, Baker 1932). Recent 
surveys by me in the Kumaon hills have indicated 
that viable habitat above 1000 m has shrunk in 
the middle Himalaya, and that the species now 
mainly ranges between 300 m and 1300 m. Much 
of its former habitat in the middle Himalayan 
ranges has been denuded and additionally 
contaminated by pesticides. 

The direct effects of deforestation and 
changing land use patterns which have polluted 
the Himalayan riverine ecosystem threaten the 
species’ survival. Besides Kumaon and Garhwal, 
Nepal’s river systems have similarly been affected 
(Ormerod, 1990), and the species may be under 
similar threat in other parts of its range. Thinner 
than normal egg shell fragments collected from 
one nest analysed by Dr. Robert Risebrough of 
USA contained significant levels of DDT and 
dieldrin (Naoroji 1997b). In 1993, no nest was 
located. Courtship commences by February, 
incubation by mid March. Nests were closely 
spaced, often not more than 2 km apart. This 
specialised feeder is shy and easily disturbed at 
the nest, and successful breeding is further 
limited by nest predation by the common langur 
Presbytis entellus, yellow-throated marten 
Martes flavigula and food pirating by the Pallas’s 
fish-eagle. Incubation was unsuccessful in seven 
nests located at Corbett. Two pairs hatched 
young, which did not survive for more than four 
to five days. One nest was located at Garjia on 
the Park’s eastern boundary but incubation was 
unsuccessful. Observed occasionally along the 
Mandal river at the northern boundary of the Park 
and along the upper reaches of the Ramganga in 
the north-eastern buffer zone of the Park from 
Domunda to Marchula. Its breeding behaviour 
will be described in a separate paper under 
preparation. The species is now rare outside the 
Park with only two sightings in six years along 
the highly disturbed Kosi river. 

Status: Park - FC,R,B; Hills - R,B,UnC. 

Bearded Vulture Gypaetus barbatus. A 
rare vagrant to the Park in winter. A single 
individual observed flying over Dhikala across 
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to Kanda (Harak Singh, pers. comm.). Relatively 
common from 1500 m above msl and above, even 
more abundant at higher altitudes. The massive 
denudation of the middle ranges has enabled this 
open habitat species to expand its foraging range 
to lower altitudes (around 1000 m) wherever 
suitable hill habitat is available. Outside the Park, 
individuals (adults and immatures) sporadically 
observed by the author during winter and also 
April/May flying over degraded reserved forest 
at Bhalon (600 m), east of the Kosi river adjacent 
to high ranges. One immature observed from the 
Claridges resort along the Kosi river (Shahid Ali, 
pers. comm.). As long as food and safe nesting 
sites are available, the species will continue to 
prosper. 

Status: Park - V: Hills - FC,R,B. 

Egyptian Vulture Neophron percnopterus: 
A fairly common resident in the Park. Nests both 
on trees and on high eroded mud banks of the 
Ramganga and Kosi rivers. Nests are 
traditionally used each year if undisturbed. 
Nesting period stretches from end February/ 
March to early or mid June. Newly hatched 
downy nestlings have been observed from early 
to mid May. Breeds in the hills up to at least 
2000 m. 

| Status: Park - FC,R,B: Hills - R,B. 
Indian White-backed Vulture Gyps 
bengalensis: Commonest vulture in the Park, 
breeding in winter. Also summers (no evidence 
of breeding) in the middle foothills up to about 
2000 m. Breeds from November to March. 

Status: Park - C,R,B; Hills - R,LM,C. 

Long-billed Vulture Gyps indicus: The 
race G.i nudiceps (resident in the foothills) is 
observed mainly in the northern sector of the 
Park, pairs breeding singly and solely on trees. 
Young fledge by early May but are nest dependent 
till early June. 

Status: Park - R; Hills - R. 

Himalayan Griffon Gyps himalayensis: 
Commonly seen local winter migrant to the Park 
from the surrounding hills where it breeds in 
summer. No nests observed in the hills 
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immediately to the north up to 1800 m. 
Status: Park - LM,C: Hills - C,R,B. 
Eurasian Griffon Gyps fulvus: 
Uncommon, seldom seen. Occurs singly in the 
Park and in adjoining reserved forest, mainly 
during the winter months. No evidence of 
breeding in the Park or adjoining foothills. 
Status: Park - M,R?,UnC; Hills - —. 
Cinereous Vulture Aegypius monachus: 
Migrant, mostly seen singly or in small groups 
of 3 to 4 on carcasses in the relatively open areas 
of the Park during the winter months from 
November to early March. Frequently observed 
in the chaurs around Dhikala (N, and S of the 
Ramganga river) sand along the northern 
boundary of the Park at Marchula, Chimtakhal 
to Tolyo and along the Kumeria - Ranikhet road. 
Status: Park - M; Hills - M,UnC. 
Red-headed Vulture Sarcogyps calvus #: 
Common throughout the Park and observed 
foraging up to 2500 m. It is equally at home in 
moist-deciduous forest or in the mix of degraded 
open country, pine and oak in the middle ranges. 
Status: Park - C,R,B: Hills - R,B,FC. 
Short-toed Snake-eagle Circaetus 
gallicus: A vagrant, opportunistic visitor to the 
Park for foraging. It was sighted only twice in 
six years during winter. The individuals foraged 
in the chaur for a few days and then left the Park. 
The species is fairly common in the agricultural 
areas beyond the Park’s southern boundary where 
the habitat is more suitable. Occasionally seen 
quartering barren hill slopes up to 2000 m, where 
it is a local migrant. 
Status: Park - V; Hills - LM. 
Crested Serpent-eagle Spilornis cheela #: 
One of the commonest raptors in the Park — an 
opportunist and adaptable species (Naoroji, 
1994b). Found throughout the lower and middle 
Himalaya up to 2600 m and probably higher in 
its northeastern range. Though the species 
usually builds its own nest, three pairs were 
observed over three consecutive seasons breeding 
in unused nests of the Indian white-backed 
vulture, changeable and mountain hawk-eagles. 
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In Corbett, tne prey varied from the usual snakes, 
lizards and rodents (Naoroji and Monga 1983, 
Naoroji 1985), occasionally to birds e.g. jungle 
babbler Turdoides striatus, common myna 
Acridotheres tristis, and once a flying squirrel 
Hylopetes fimbriatus (Naoroji, 1994b). A pair 
were observed fishing for fingerlings in shallow, 
tarsus-deep water. Inspite of its commonness, 
none of the eggs in the three nests located hatched 
successfully. The species is easily driven off the 
nest by the common langur which, along with 
the yellow-throated marten, feed on the eggs. 
Courtship displays were observed from February 
to early March, incubation by end March through 
April or variably later in the Park. Unsuccessful 
nesting may be due ‘to the high rate of nest 
predation, and possibly the cumulative effect of 
pesticides ingested from the food chain through 
predation on water snakes. Nesting success was 
higher outside the Park, in relatively unprotected, 
degraded reserved forest close to human 
habitation, and this was probably due to a lower 
density of natural predators. 

Status: Park - C,R,B; Hills - R,B,LM. 

Harriers: are migratory (mainly passage 
migrants), seen sporadically, either individually 
or in twos and threes, in open chaurs during winter. 

Western Marsh Harrier Circus 
aeruginosus: A few individuals can be observed 
quartering the chaurs along the banks of the 
Ramganga river and near the reservoir. 

Status: Park - M: Hills - PM. 

Eastern Marsh Harrier Circus 
spilonotus: A rare vagrant. The only confirmed 
sighting of a juvenile guartering the Dhikala 
chaur and Gethia Rao in March is a range 
extension, as it has not been previously recorded 
west of Assam (Ali and Ripley, 1987), and a 
record for the Park (Naoroji, 1994a). 

Status: Park - V; Hills - —. 

Hen Harrier Circus cyaneus: 
Infreguently observed, does not stay continuously 
throughout the winter, but stops over in the Park 
for short periods. More common in the hills. 

Status: Park - M,UnC: Hills - M,FC. 
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Pallid Harrier Circus macrourus: 
Infrequent winter migrant. Stops over in the Park 
for short periods, probably on passage. 

Status: Park - M: Hills - PM. . 

Montagu’s Harrier Circus pygargus: 
Status same as Pallid Harrier. 

Status: Park - M: Hills - PM. 

Crested Goshawk Accipiter trivirgatus 
@: Uncommon, not observed by me, but probably 
resident and has been reliably reported (Harak 
Singh, pers. comm.). 

Status: Park - UnC,R; Hills - —. 

Shikra Accipiter badius: The commonest 
resident Accipiter, frequently observed 
throughout the Park. Breeds in the hills up to 
1400 m (Ali and Ripley 1987) but frequently 
observed during summer at 2000 m. 

Status: Park - C,R,B: Hills - R,LM. 

Besra Accipiter virgatus: Mainly a local 
migrant from the higher foothills, where it 
breeds. 

Status: Park - LM: Hills - R,B. 

Eurasian Sparrowhawk Accipiter nisus: 
Migratory in the Park, the resident race probably 
breeds at higher altitudes above 2000 m. 

Status: Park - LM: Hills - R?B? 

Northern Goshawk Accipiter gentilis: 
Migratory. Rare, one adult seen in May at Kanda 
(1000 m). A record of the species nesting in 
Garhwal at 1000 m (Baker, 1932), lends credence 
to the belief that sporadic breeding may occur in 
the lower foothills. 

Status: Park - LM; Hills - LM,B?. 

White-eyed Buzzard Butastur teesa: 
Uncommon, only seen occasionally in the open 
grassland, which it exploits for foraging. It 
probably breeds outside the Park. A vagrant to 
the hills up to 2000 m (in summer) where 
excessive deforestation has probably extended its 
foraging range. 

Status: Park - UnC; Hills - V. 

Common Buzzard Buteo buteo: Both 
races are migratory and infrequently observed 
in the Park. The Steppe buzzard Buteo buteo 
vulpinus is commoner; the Eurasian race Buteo 


buteo japonicus 1s uncommon and usually 
observed over degraded hill slopes to the north 
of the Park. 

Status: Park - M; Hills - M,PM. 

Long-legged Buzzard Buteo rufinus: 
Migratory and though not common, it is more 
frequently seen in the Park than the common 
buzzard. 

Status: Park - M; Hills - PM. 

Black Eagle Ictinaetus malayensis #*: 
Partial to hill forest. Found at low density 
throughout the Park, mainly north of the 
Ramganga river. Occasionally seen on the lower 
slopes of the hills (once observed at Gairal) but 
more freguently along the higher ridges such as 
at Kanda. It is also commonly associated with 
Oak forest up to 2500 m. Its status in the hills 
varies from area to area, determined mainly by 
the level of habitat degradation. 

Status: Park - UnC,R,B: Hills - FC,R,B. 
Lesser Spotted Eagle Aguila pomarina: 
Status within the Park is rare, with only one 
recorded sighting. A pair seen outside the Park 
in September 1991 near Kaladunghi along the 
margin of forest and cultivation (preferred 
habitat), were probably breeding. Two 
unidentified Aguila observed soaring and 
hunting at a distance over barren hill slopes 
interspersed with Oak (Quercus) and Chir 
Pinus roxburghii forest at Chaubattia, Ranikhet 
(1800 m) in end May 1993 and 1994 appeared, 
from a photograph, to be this species, according 
to William S. Clark, (pers. comm.). A single bird 
seen by Shahid Ali (pers. comm.) in reserved 
forest outside the Park near Chopda in March. 
Status: Park - LM,” R?,O: Hills - V. 
Greater Spotted Eagle Aguila clanga: 
Uncommon migrant to the Park. Mainly observed 
around the Dhikala chaur perched on trees in 
the vicinity of the river and reservoir. A few 
juveniles, occasionally an adult, observed 
stopping over sporadically during winter. 
Status: Park - UnC,M: Hills - PM. 
Eurasian Tawny Eagle Aquila vindhiana: 
Rare both within and outside the Park. Not 
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observed by me but two sightings within and 
outside the Park (Samant et al., 1995) indicate 
its presence in the area. Two Aquila, possibly 
this species, were seen by me in early June, 
quartering the barren slopes below Almora at 
around 1200 m. 

Status: Park - O,LM?: Hills - —. 

Steppe Eagle Aquila nipalensis: 
Uncommon migrant, though seen more 
frequently than greater spotted, during stop overs. 
Mostly juveniles observed, and very occasionally 
adults. In the hills, hundreds of steppe eagles 
were observed on passage from end September 
to eariy November. Large numbers of steppe 
eagles were observed stopping over in November- 
December on onward migration and from mid- 
March and early April on return migration at 
municipal garbage dumps at Ranikhet and 
Nainital. 

Status: Park - UnC,M; Hills - C,M,PM. 

Imperial Eagle Aquila heliaca: 
Uncommon migrant, less frequently observed 
than the greater spotted and steppe eagles. 

Status: Park - O,M; Hills - PM. 

Golden Eagle Aquila chrysaetos: A rare 
winter vagrant to the Park. One individual 
observed in January by William Clark (pers. 
comm.) the main entrance at Dhangarhi. Two 
birds, an adult and an immature seen at Domunda 
on February 15, 1998 (Shahid Ali, pers. comm.). 
Occasionally seen foraging from 1800 m to 3000 
m, where the increasing human population and 
resultant disturbance coupled with the 
degradation of the middle foothills have 
decimated its natural prey and safe nesting sites. 
It is commoner at higher altitudes (3000 m to 
the snow line) where inaccessible rock ledges 
provide safe nesting sites above the preferred mix 
of high-altitude meadows and coniferous forest 
where it procures its food. 

Status: Park - V; Hills - O. 

Bonelli’s Eagle Hieraaetus fasciatus: 
Fairly common resident in the Park, commoner 
in the hills north of the Park from 1000 m to 
2000 m, where extensive degradation appears to 


have favoured the species. Three nests observed 
between Bhounkhal and Tolyo on chir pine. 
Though not observed, the species may also be 
nesting on suitable rocky ledges. Incubation 
begins by February, young usually hatch by end 
March and fledge by mid May. 

Status: Park - FC,R: Hills - C,R,B. 

Booted Eagle Hieraaetus pennatus: A 
sporadic winter visitor and passage migrant in 
the Park. Not very common, mostly observed 
soaring. 

Status: Park - M; Hills - PM. 

Rufous-bellied Eagle Hieraaetus kienerii: 
A forest dependent species favouring hilly tracts. 
Fairly common resident throughout the Park, 
both adults and juveniles seen up to 1000 m 
mostly observed soaring, rarely perched. 
Unfortunately, no nest was located. Found at 
comparatively low densities. and continued 
shrinking of its forested habitat could pose a 
threat to the species outside the Park. 

Status: Park - FC,R,B: Hills - —. 

Changeable Hawk-eagle Spizaetus 
cirrhatus: Common throughout the Park, mainly 
south of the Ramganga river, more freguently 
seen than the mountain hawk-eagle. Breeding 
coincides with that of the mountain hawk-eagle, 
variably from end February through March, when 
incubation commences, till the end of May, up 
to mid June when young fledge. Observed 
breeding outside the Park in degraded and 
disturbed forest habitat near human habitation, 
and also in undisturbed forest areas. 

Status: Park - C,R,B: Hills - —. 

Mountain Hawk-eagle Spizaetus 
nipalensis: A fairly common resident, mostly 
heard or seen perched in forest at the edge of a 
clearing. Rarely observed soaring. More 
commonly observed in hill forest in the northern 
section of the Park than in the southern portion. 
Nesting females of the northern race are 
extremely aggressive in nest defence, 
unhesitatingly making contact with intruders 
climbing trees within a radius of 20 to 30 m of 
the nest. Conflict usually arises when villagers 
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lop trees in the vicinity of nests near villages, 
inviting determined attacks, sometimes resulting 
in the villagers destroying the nests. There are 
two known instances outside the Park near 
Chopda where women lopping branches were 
attacked without warning, fell and succumbed 
to their injuries. The species was also observed 
to be pugnacious and aggressive in nest defence 
against the numerous natural predators, mainly 
the yellow-throated marten Martes flavigula and 
the common langur Presbytis entellus. Within 
the Park it takes a greater number of the large 
Galliformes such as kalij pheasant Lophura 
leucomelana and red junglefowl Gallus gallus 
(which are more easily available), and smaller 
prey like parakeets, doves, mynas and tree pies. 
Outside the Park it subsists primarily on small 
birds, taking a lesser percentage of the scarcer 
Galliformes. The species’ original countrywide 
distribution (Ali and Ripley 1987, Baker 1932) 
in the middle Himalayan foothills from 1400 m 
to 2500 m has shrunk due to massive 
deforestation and resultant scarcer prey. The 
available habitat may not be able to sustain a 
viable population except in certain pockets. In 
Kumaon, the species is now more commonly seen 
in the predominantly sa/ dominated Bhabar tract 
from 600 m to 1200 m, and only occasionally in 
the higher foothills. The only unmistakable 
sighting I have had in the Kumaon hills was at 
Munsiari, Pithoragarh dist. With continuing 
human pressure on the depleted forests of the 
Sivaliks and Duars — changing land use practices 
and repeated summer burnings — the mountain 
hawk-eagle may soon run out of habitat except 
in suitable protected areas within its former 
range. Breeds variably from Feb./Mar. to May. 
Status: Park - FC,R,B; Hills - UnC,R,B. 
Collared Falconet Microhierax 
caerulescens: Observed mostly during winter 
(October-January), hunting at the edge of natural 
or man-made clearings in forest. Seen frequently 
at Dhikala watch tower, High Bank and at 
Dhangarhi. Outside the Park, observed during 
winter at Sitabani and once at Chopda village in 


May. Rarely observed in summer when it nests. 
Breeding status vague, perhaps a straggling or 
rare breeder in the Park. Only one nest was 
located over a three year study period and 
incubation was unsuccessful (Naoroji, 1997a). 
The species breeds in disused nest-holes of the 
large green barbet Megalaima zeylanica or the 
lineated barbet M. lineata. Breeding extends from 
end February to May. 

Status: Park - R,SB?,LM?: Hills - —. 

Lesser Kestrel Falco naumanni: Passage 
migrant, observed at Kumeria outside the Park 
(W.S. Clark pers. comm.). 

Status: Park - PM, Hills - PM. 

Common Kestrel Falco tinnunculus: 
Passage migrant, seen around September/ 
October, foraging in open grassland. The resident 
race F.t. interstinctus 1s a common breeder in 
the hills (Ranikhet) from 1500 to 3500 m. 
breeding recorded by me from March to June. 

Status: Park - LM; Hills - C,R,B. 

Amur Falcon Falco amurensis: Very 
occasional winter passage migrant. Observed 
once in April 1976 at Dhikala chaur by Shahid 
Ali (pers. comm.). In 1997, a flock of about 150 
to 200 observed in Dhikala chaur (Rajiv Bhartari, 
pers. comm.). 

Status: Park - O,PM: Hills - — 

Eurasian Hobby Falco subbuteo: 
Migrant, mainly observed in the Park during 
winter in the Dhikala chaur but doubtless 
frequents similar open spaces within the Park. 
Over two seasons three adults were observed in 
April, May and June, perched on small boulders 
about 20 cm high in open grassland. From these 
look-out perches, they would hawk insects and 
hunt warblers and larks. Breeds in the hills north 
of the Park. A breeding pair located at Ranikhet 
at 1800 m in June. 

Status: Park - LM: Hills - R,B. 

Oriental Hobby Falco severus: On April 
4, 1995, a pair was seen hawking insects in the 
late evening at Gethia Rao. Only one sighting 
in six years. 

Status: Park - O,PM; Hills - —. 
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Peregrine Falcon Falco peregrinus: 
Migrant, a few individuals occasionally seen 
during winter, perched on dead trees and stumps 
in open areas within the Park in the vicinity of 
the Ramganga river, Dhikala chaur and the 
reservoir. 

Status: Park - M,UnC: Hills - PM. 

The resident Shaheen F.p. peregrinator is 
a forest dependent falcon, seen throughout the 
Park especially from high vantage points. Breeds 
on cliffs on the upper slopes of steep forested 
hills and up to at least 2000 m in the Himalaya 
(Ali and Ripley, 1987). Outside the Park seen 
between Chimtakhal and Kartkinow and 
freguently between Kumeria and Panua Deokhun 
on the main Dhangarhi - Ranikhet road. 

Status: Park - FC,R,B, Hills - R,B. 


SUMMARY 


Except for the lesser fish-eagle (status 
threatened in Garhwal/Kumaon) whose limited 
range in the lower Himalaya has shrunk and is 
still under pressure from pesticides, human 
encroachment and disturbance along its riverine 
habitat, the status of the raptors at Corbett 
appears to be secure at present. 

Due to its geographical location, Corbett 
Park harbours a high diversity of resident, long 
distance and altitudinal migrant raptor species. 
There is a high rate of natural predation affecting 
some of the less aggressive species, but most 
raptors remain vulnerable mainly to loss of forest 
cover and chemical contamination of the riverine 
ecosystem and agricultural areas outside the Park. 
Each of the species listed is susceptible to these 
changes, some more than others. Constant 
population monitoring is essential, and if 
numbers are on the decrease, the cause and effect 
on that particular species could be ascertained 
before the trend becomes irrevocable. 


JOURNAL, BOMBAY NATURAL HISTORY SOCIETY, 96(3), DEC. 1999 


The most successful nesters were found to 
be the hawk-eagles, which had the largest terri- 
tories and were more successful in fledging young 
than other large raptors within and outside the 
Park. However, habitat loss and fragmentation, 
coupled with human persecution throughout the 
Bhabar tract could seriously affect their future 
status. Open habitat species such as the various 
vultures, Bonelli’s Eagle, Common Kestrel and 
the harriers have benefitted from the severe 
denudation of the lower foothills, with adverse 
consequences to the forest dependent species. 
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